Cults don\u27t threaten society, UM professor says, but deprogrammers threaten constitutional rights by University of Montana--Missoula. Office of University Relations
University of Montana 
ScholarWorks at University of Montana 
University of Montana News Releases, 1928, 
1956-present University Relations 
5-27-1982 
Cults don't threaten society, UM professor says, but 
deprogrammers threaten constitutional rights 
University of Montana--Missoula. Office of University Relations 
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umt.edu/newsreleases 
Let us know how access to this document benefits you. 
Recommended Citation 
University of Montana--Missoula. Office of University Relations, "Cults don't threaten society, UM 
professor says, but deprogrammers threaten constitutional rights" (1982). University of Montana News 
Releases, 1928, 1956-present. 7646. 
https://scholarworks.umt.edu/newsreleases/7646 
This News Article is brought to you for free and open access by the University Relations at ScholarWorks at 
University of Montana. It has been accepted for inclusion in University of Montana News Releases, 1928, 
1956-present by an authorized administrator of ScholarWorks at University of Montana. For more information, 
please contact scholarworks@mso.umt.edu. 









CULTS DON'T THREATEN SOCIETY, UM PROFESSOR SAYS,
BUT DEPROGRAMMERS THREATEN CONSTITUTIONAL RIGHTS
By Virginia Vickers Braun 
Office of University Relations 
University of Montana
MISSOULA--
A University of Montana professor of religion who doesn't like cults is 
the author of a new book that staunchly defends the rights of anyone to belong 
to one.
In his soon-to-be-published book, "The Prosecutor's Reach," William Shepherd 
examines the legal issues raised by "new religious movements." Shepherd spert 
six months this year as a National Endowment for the Humanities Visiting Scholar 
at the Center for the Study of New Religious Movements at Berkeley. What disturbs 
him most is that kidnapping and holding people hostage for the purpose of depro­
gramming are not being prosecuted as serious criminal acts.
"Kidnapping is a criminal act punishable by life imprisonment," he said.
"But rarely do prosecutors bring that kind of action."
While parents may have legitimate fears about their children joining cults, 
they have no right to violate their children's rights, Shepherd said. "People 
have the right to believe whatever mental and spiritual poison they want to 
believe," he said. "Religious preferences are absolutely protected by the 
Consti tution."
Anyone over the age of 18 is legally considered to be an adult and not 




have legally confined their 30- and 40-year-old children against their wills in 
mental institutions for deprogramming. And he is worried about the increasing 
number of state legislatures that are passing conservatorship bills that would 
make it legal for courts to assume power over adults for 30 to 60 days for 
deprogramming purposes.
"This trend," Shepherd says, "could be lethal to the constitutional•rights 
of us all. If we start to compromise constitutional rights then there's no- 
telling what dangers we'll be subject to."
Children can and should sue parents and deprogrammers who kidnap them,
Shepherd said. Victims can bring suit based on a 1871 act, known as the 
Ku Klux Klan Act, that makes it illegal for a conspiracy to deprive anyone of 
his civil rights.
Shepherd says that a lot of anti-cult sentiment stems from the fact that 
Americans are basically into religious persecution. "Americans love to hate 
someone else's religion. This is one new wrinkle in it."
He said membership in cults is actually rather small and that such new 
religious movements pose no threat to American society. While the number of 
"Moonies," followers of the Rev. Sun Myung Moon, founder of the Unification Church, 
has been reported to be as high as 30,000 in the United States, the church itself 
claims only about 3,000 U.S. members, he said.
Various cults have been active in western Montana, including the Church 
Universal and Triumphant, which recently purchased a ranch near Gardiner, and the 
Christ Brotherhood and River of Life Tabernacle, whose members have been charged 
with numerous violations of the law ranging from child abuse to homicide.
"I'm in favor of making sure that violations of the law are punished,"
Shepherd said. He said it was up to the prosecutors to enforce the law.
But, he said, new religious movements aren't "any more of a threat to 




to popular belief, cult membership has not been on the increase but has leveled 
off to a "pretty steady state," Shepherd said.
One reason people try cults is that they don't want to make decisions for 
themselves, he said. "Everything we have to make up our minds about, like 
marriage, career choices and moral judgments, is provided."
Another reason people try cults, Shepherd said, is that there are fewer 
economic slots for people in today's society.
"People try them and leave," he said. "The economy is so bad people will 
try anything."
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